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Abstract
What was the impact of celebrity endorsements on the 2016 presidential election between
Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton? To answer this question, celebrities and their endorsements
were evaluated from a persuasion standpoint. Celebrity endorsements have often been used in the
marketing world and the political world. This persuasive strategy has been effective and utilizes
several persuasive concepts to influence consumers. Through a review of the literature, it has
been demonstrated that this tactic utilizes concepts such as meaning transfer, heuristics, and
reference cues to persuade the consumer. In this same manner, celebrity endorsement tactics
were applied to many political campaigns for elections, specifically the 2016 election. The
strategy of celebrity endorsements was analyzed by using Cialdini’s principle of liking to
determine what influence celebrity endorsements had on the 2016 election and if they had any at
all. This was done by analyzing specific endorsements for each campaign in the 2016 election
and applying the principle of liking to them. The result of the research found that while Clinton
did win the popular vote and the vote of those most likely to be persuaded by celebrity influence,
analyzing the endorsements through Cialdini’s principle of liking did not provide evidence that
they substantially impacted the election.
Keywords: 2016 Presidential Election, celebrities, endorsements, Cialdini, liking

3
Cialdini’s Principle of Liking and the 2016 Presidential Election
Every four years in the United States, a phenomenon happens in which hundreds of
millions of people are persuaded to choose one candidate over another to govern them. This
phenomenon has resulted in the surplus of data and material to be studied, especially regarding
the art of persuasion and its application. For every election cycle, candidates invest millions of
dollars in different media in an effort to reach their persuasive potential. The 2016 election was
one of the most surprising elections in the history of the United States. The heavy favorite,
Hillary Clinton, was defeated by Donald Trump who became the forty-fifth president of the
United States. There were several different tactics used by both of the candidates as persuasive
tools. Examples of such tactics are holding town halls, positive and negative television
advertisements, and endorsements from other politicians. However, one of the most fascinating
tactics is the use of celebrity endorsements.
Celebrities have often been involved in politics and social causes. However, the question
of how effective the persuasive influence is in the political sphere is a question still being
answered. The effects of celebrities' influence are not just in the political realm; they are also
evident in the marketing realm. Both of these areas of celebrity influence have been studied and
analyzed utilizing persuasive concepts such as meaning transfer, heuristics, and reference cues
(Halonen-Knight & Hurmerinta, 2010; Arceneaux & Kolodny, 2009; Grofman & Norrander,
1990). Presidential elections are an area worthy of study from a rhetorical perspective due to
these concepts. Therefore, the 2016 presidential election could be analyzed extensively for
persuasive elements. This line of thinking led to this particular study on celebrity endorsements
in the 2016 presidential election.
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What was the impact of celebrity endorsements on the 2016 presidential election between
Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton? To answer this question, celebrities who supported each
candidate were analyzed and their impact evaluated utilizing Cialdini’s principle of liking
(Cialdini, 2009). In this study, the literature surrounding similar topics of study was analyzed, an
explanation for how the study was conducted, and the results and a discussion for this study are
presented to evaluate the impact of celebrity endorsements on the 2016 election.
Literature Review
Celebrities endorsed political candidates in an effort to influence the 2016 presidential
election between Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton. When discussing celebrity endorsements
for this particular study, the scope is in reference to the advocation, recommendation,
campaigning, or similar forms of encouragement for one of the presidential candidates by a
celebrity. Although research has been done on the effects of celebrity endorsements, much of this
research has been in the field of business and the endorsements of products for companies. That
being said, the field of celebrity influence in the political realm is an expanding area of research.
Regardless, useful information about the topic being studied can be found in both the business
and political areas of research. To gain a better understanding of the topic, research was analyzed
on the existing knowledge of celebrity influence in business endorsements, the concept of
meaning transfer, heuristics, and similar studies conducted on previous political elections.
Celebrity endorsement is one form of advertisement and marketing used by businesses in
the twenty-first century. There are many reasons why, but for this study, the focus was on the
concept of meaning transfer. In a study done by Halonen-Knight and Hurmerinta (2010) on
celebrity endorsements, the authors contest that celebrity endorsements create brand alliances in
which there is the existence of reciprocal meaning transfer. Additionally, they go on to report,
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“[T]he objective of a celebrity endorsement has traditionally been one of reputation
endorsement” (Halonen-Knight & Hurmerinta, 2010, p. 457). This would imply that the
reputation of a business or company is shared by the celebrity and vice-versa. Therefore, as
implied by Halonen-Knight and Hurmerinta (2010), celebrities with good reputations and little
controversy can be beneficial for a company while celebrities with negative reputations can be
damaging. The purpose of celebrity endorsements is to transfer their reputation onto the business
they are endorsing, according to this concept.
Research that has been done on celebrity influence in the political realm has mostly
surrounded the concept of heuristics. Heuristics are “cognitive shortcuts [that] help individuals
make complex decisions with minimal effort” (Arceneaux & Kolodny, 2009). Studies support
the notion that celebrities serve as a heuristic tool or information shortcut. One such study
relating to this concept is that of Arceneaux and Kolodny on group endorsement’s effects on
uneducated voters. The study analyzed lobbyist groups and how their support for specific
candidates affected a 2006 Pennsylvania election. They state that Americans, on the whole, are
uninformed on their political opinions and ideologies and hold very few solid political opinions
Therefore, Arceneaux and Kolodny contend that when specific groups endorse candidates, voters
use these as heuristic signs on who to vote for (Arceneaux & Kolodny, 2009).
The idea that endorsements are used as heuristic references is further supported by Grofman and
Norrander in their study on reference group cues. This study was one of the first studies
connecting reference cues to endorsements of a political nature and has been foundational for
reference cue research in political studies. Grofman and Norrander (1990) proposed that
endorsements help voters make decisions on who to vote for by providing information to
uneducated voters. If the voter has similar opinions as to the group which is endorsing the
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candidate, they will use that group as a reference or cue on who to vote for and will view them as
a validator of their decisions. Grofman and Norrander (1990) report that voters can take these
references or cues positively or negatively. If the voter agrees with the ideas of the group that is
endorsing, they will take the source’s advice on who to vote for as a positive cue. If the group
holds the opposite ideas of the voter, then the voter will not take the advice of who the group
recommends (Grofman & Norrander,1990).
A study similar to the one proposed by this researcher was conducted in 2013 by
Garthwaite and Moore regarding Oprah’s endorsement of Barack Obama in the 2008 Democratic
Primary elections. Garthwaite and Moore (2013) found that Oprah’s involvement aided Obama
by increasing voter participation and garnering more votes and campaign contributions for
Obama. This was done by analyzing Oprah’s magazine sales and applying a formula developed
by Garthwaite and Moore to garner empirical results for this study. In this sense, this study was
one of the first of its kind to develop and propose an empirical way to measure celebrity
influence on political elections (2013). This study supports the idea that celebrities do have
substantial and tangible contributions through their endorsement. However, the report does
mention that the results that were obtained may not apply to other elections as this was done in a
primary election where candidates have similar ideologies and philosophies and because Oprah’s
influence and status as a celebrity is unique from every other celebrity on the planet.
The literature reviewed suggests that celebrities can play a role in influencing a political
election. It is clear from the literature that the theoretical framework for significant celebrity
influence exists in the form of meaning transfer, heuristics, and reference cues (Halonen-Knight
& Hurmerinta, 2010; Arceneaux & Kolodny, 2009; Grofman & Norrander, 1990). Much of the
existing literature on the topic of celebrity endorsements has been applied to previous elections
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and analyzes them using persuasive concepts. However, there is a gap in the existing research
regarding whether the endorsements of celebrities have influenced general presidential elections.
Additionally, much of the research applied to how celebrity endorsements have affected
politicians have been analyzed with qualitative data. The data that was discovered by this
researcher seeks to fill this gap through their research.
Methods
How celebrities influenced the 2016 presidential election was analyzed using one of
Cialdini’s principles of persuasion. Cialdini (2009) states that his principles are mental shortcut
which are useful for influencing those who have not thought about the message deeply and
thoroughly. Seven different principles act as these shorthands according to Cialdini, but the one
that was utilized for this study is the principle of liking. This principle holds that people are more
likely to be persuaded by those that they like. The principle explains that although it is not
known exactly what causes someone to like another, there are factors that improve the likability
of an individual. These factors are physical attractiveness, similarity, compliments, contact and
cooperation, and conditioning and association (Cialdini, 2009). While much of the application of
this principle is utilized in studying compliance with personal relationships, it still applies to
interactions and influence outside that of a personal relationship. Through these factors,
individuals can exercise their influence on another individual according to Cialdini (2009). There
are limits to how effective this principle can be, but it can still be very effective when the liking
is seen as mutual (Cialdini, 2009). For this analysis, the principle was applied to the
endorsements to answer the research question, what was the impact of celebrity endorsements on
the 2016 presidential election between Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton.
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Three of the most publicized supporters of each candidate were selected and evaluated
for likeability. Each celebrity was selected either because they endorsed the candidate at their
party’s national convention or because they actively campaigned for their respective candidate.
To discover the impact of celebrity endorsements on the 2016 presidential election, an analysis
was conducted using Cialdini’s principle of liking. This was done by analyzing preexisting
studies surrounding the context of the 2016 election and applying the principle of liking. The
liking principle was applied by determining if the celebrities are likable and then applying that
information to the results of the 2016 election. Additionally, polls that contain data regarding the
2016 election were utilized to compare the results of the election as demonstrated by the data and
what the preexisting research on the topic would dictate. The celebrities selected were
implemented into this process by evaluating the extent of their influence by examining empirical
data referring to their popularity such as record numbers, TV deals, etc. These results were then
applied in the same method as prescribed before to confirm whether or not they should have had
influence. Through this process, it was then determined how celebrities likely impacted the 2016
election using Cialdini’s principle of liking.
Results and Discussion
Using Cialdini’s principle of liking, the results of the 2016 presidential election were
analyzed to determine the impact of celebrity endorsements on the 2016 presidential election
between Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton. The results of the research can be divided into two
separate parts before being applied to each other. The first part was analyzing the results of the
2016 election and comparing them to previous elections, and the second part was comparing the
celebrities who endorsed each candidate and comparing their likeability.
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Donald Trump won the 2016 Presidential election by an electoral college vote of 304
votes against the 227 cast for Clinton (Federal Election Commission, 2017). Hillary Clinton won
the popular vote by capturing 48.18% of voters versus Trump’s 46.09% (Federal Election
Commission, 2017). Between the 2012 election and the 2016 election, 7 million more votes were
cast in the 2016 election. This is a .4% increase from the 2012 election to the 2016 election in the
percentage of the voting-age population that voted for the president (File, 2017).
For this research, specific demographics were analyzed, specifically age. The voter group
that was the primary focus was between the ages of 18-29. The reason for this age group to be a
focus of the study, is because this demographic was found to be the most susceptible to celebrity
influence (Dix, Phau, & Pougnet, 2010). Therefore, it would be expected that the most
meaningful change would happen in this age range. The voting rate for this age group increased
by 1.1% from the 2012 election going from 45% to 46.1% in 2016. (File, 2017). In contrast, the
numbers for every other age group’s voter participation went down between .8%- 1.3% (File,
2017). The voting information was also analyzed from 2008 and compared to the 2016 election.
This was done because the 2012 election was between an incumbent president and a challenger
so the 2008 election may be a more accurate comparison; therefore, it was worth noting. The
results showed there was a decline in voting rate in all but the oldest demographic of 65 and
older which increased by .6%. For all other voters, the rate decreased by 3.57% between the
2008 and 2016 elections. Most significantly, the voting rate among 18 to 29 years of age was
down by a more significant margin from 2008 to 2016 going down from 51.1% to 46.1% (File,
2017).
The next portion of the analysis was focused on the celebrity endorsers for each
candidate. The three celebrities chosen for Hillary Clinton were Katy Perry, Lena Dunham, and
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LeBron James. The three celebrities chosen for Donald Trump were Willie Robertson, Scott
Baio, and Antonio Sabato Jr. When evaluating these celebrities using Cialdini’s principle of
liking, it is seen that Hillary Clinton’s celebrity endorsers are considered more likable or have a
greater influence with their likability.
The celebrities who endorsed Hillary Clinton were more relevant or culturally significant
at the time of the 2016 election. Lebron James is an NBA basketball player who played for the
Cleveland Cavaliers in 2016 where he won the NBA Finals that year. According to Rovell of
ESPN, it was reported that when James changed teams to play for the Miami Heat in 2010, the
value of the Cleveland Cavaliers dropped from 475 million to 355 million (Rovell, 2018). Katy
Perry was tied for the record for the most number-one songs from a single album, is a Grammynominated singer, and had her song “Roar” as one of the featured songs of the 2016 Olympic
games (Cunningham, 2020). Lena Dunham was listed as one of TIME’s most 100 influential
people of 2013 and award-winning director of the TV show Girls, which ran from 2012 to 2017
(Danes, 2013). By viewing each celebrities’ accomplishments and relevance leading up to the
2016 election, it is determined that these celebrities were all likable and relevant at the time of
the election.
The celebrities who endorsed Donald Trump were liked by the public, but not as relevant
as those who supported Hillary Clinton. Willie Robertson was one of the main actors on Duck
Dynasty, which aired between 2012 and 2017 and at one point broke the record for most viewers
for a non-fiction show on cable (Mullins, 2013). Scott Baio was a popular actor in the show
Happy Days which ran from 1977-1985 (Britannica, 2019). Antonio Sabato Jr. is a former actor
that appeared on the famous soap opera General Hospital in the 1990s. While all of these
celebrities are popular figures, the only one that had any relevant projects or work done around
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the 2016 election was Willie Robertson. Therefore, the celebrities that endorsed Trump were
determined to be less liked and less prominent at the time of the 2016 election.
When reviewing the election data that was produced by the Federal Election Commission
(2017); File (2017); and Dix, Phau, and Pougnet (2010), it was determined that celebrities had
limited success in influencing the 2016 presidential election. Additionally, Cialdini’s principle of
liking played an ineffective role in persuading voters. When viewing this result using Cialdini’s
principle of liking, it was demonstrated that despite possessing the endorsements of more likable
celebrities, Clinton was unable to persuade enough voters to defeat Trump. The 18-29 age range
that is typically influenced by celebrities did vote for Clinton, which was expected. However,
based on the trends produced by prior elections and demographic analysis of the 18-29 age group
and the endorsements of the likable celebrities, the support for Clinton was lower than what was
expected. This does not mean the celebrities did not have an impact, rather the impact was not as
significant as it could have been or that the results could be explained by other means besides the
celebrity endorsements.
This conclusion is supported through the analysis of the voting results for young adults.
As mentioned, although the turnout for the group between 18-29 increased by 1.1% between
2012 and 2016, it was still down by 5% from the 2008 presidential election. This is important
when applying the information collected through the analysis of the celebrity endorsers for each
candidate. As determined, Clinton was supported by more liked and more popular celebrities at
the timing of their endorsements. Therefore, the result should be that this age group should be
more persuaded to vote for Clinton and this is confirmed. Clinton received 55% of the ages 1829 vote compared to Trump’s 37% (Tyson & Maniam, 2016). When this statistic is compared to
the previous two elections, Clinton performed notably worse as she held an 18-point advantage
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compared to the 24 point and 34 point advantages held by Barack Obama in 2012 and 2008. The
reason for this is because the young adult population is that the millennial generation makes up
28% of the adult population in 2018. A majority of this generation tends to hold liberal views
with 57% of this generation described as liberal and 31% holding mixed views (Pew Research
Center, 2018). It would be expected that this population would vote for Clinton regardless.
Therefore, the decline in voter turnout and lower point advantage for Clinton in the 2016 election
is surprising.
The explanation for this result is because celebrity endorsements do have limitations. In a
study by Nam-Hyun Um (2017), about the effectiveness of celebrity endorsements, the author
determined the celebrity’s impact to persuade is limited (p. 457). Um (2017) states, “[T]he
celebrity endorsement print or TV ads do not make consumers like the ads or the endorsed brand.
However, consumers’ increased purchase intention could be attributed to the celebrity
endorsement ads” (p. 457). Um found that although celebrities did have an impact on whether or
not the consumer would go out and buy the product, it did not confirm the consumers' overall
opinion of the company or ads that the celebrity would be changed. Limits of celebrity influence
are also supported by other scholars. In research on celebrity endorsements on foreign policy and
humanitarian efforts, Frizzell (2009) analyzed the influence of U2’s lead singer, Bono, and his
ability to influence policy by statements and endorsements of the policy. Frizzell states the
following:
Whether a celebrity can have an effect on foreign policy public opinion is dependent on
how citizens view the celebrity. If the celebrity is viewed as a respected, knowledgeable
source of information then statements by a celebrity should be used as an information
shortcut by citizens just as statements from any elites would. (p. 315)

13
The claim that Frizzell is making is that if citizens view a source as respectable, then they will
value its information, but not necessarily change their opinion on the issue.
This research has helped the understanding of the topic of celebrity influence in politics
by analyzing this type of persuasive technique utilizing Cialdini’s principle of liking. There have
been studies on the use of celebrity endorsements and the use of Cialdini’s principles for
elections, but this study combined these two concepts. This research contributed to the topic of
celebrity influence in politics by showing that Cialdini’s principle of liking plays a small role in
the effectiveness of celebrity endorsements in politics. This is important as this knowledge can
be utilized by future political campaigns in who they use for endorsements and advertisements.

Conclusion
Despite the high profiles and perceived influence of the celebrity endorsers in the 2016
election, it was determined the impact of celebrity endorsements between Donald Trump and
Hillary Clinton was minimal. This is fascinating because of the lengths politicians go through to
display their celebrity supporters despite them having little influence. For instance, all of the
celebrities that were analyzed were part of the campaigning process whereby they delivered
speeches at each of the candidates’ national convention, yet this study showed that this effort was
futile.
Celebrities have been involved in the marketing and political world and have been used
by both worlds as a persuasive tool to influence their audience. Research on the topic has been
done with a focus on the marketing field, however, there has also been analysis done in the
political realm. Much of this research has been focused on heuristics, meaning transfer, and
analysis of previous elections. This research was worth pursuing because of the relevance of

14
political elections in American culture and how information on the influence of celebrities in
politics can be utilized by campaigns in the future. For example, it was implied by Frizzell
(2009) that the reason why Bono was not effective was because of his lack of authority on the
subject. Taking this reasoning into account, political parties could use either less celebrities in
future political elections or try to find ways to bring more credibility to celebrities to make their
endorsements more impactful.
The results of this research were not contrary to other similar studies conducted. The
result was consistent in that the celebrity endorsements did have some impact, but that their
likeability was not enough to significantly influence the election results because of celebrities’
influence in these matters. Future studies could answer whether or not celebrities can increase
their credibility to be perceived as a reliable source. They could also research which types of
celebrities and which ways of endorsements are more valuable than others. Another question that
was recommended by Garthwaite and Moore (2013) was what the indirect benefits of celebrity
endorsements are and how can they be measured (p. 383). One of the limits of this research was
that celebrity endorsements typically influence the youngest demographic of voters but influence
other age groups little. More research could be done to figure out which endorsements influence
specific demographics.
Every four years in the United States, hundreds of millions of people choose one person
over another to govern them, and every four years those contending for the position of President
of the United States try different tactics to persuade the American people to vote for them. One
such method is using pop culture icons or celebrities to endorse each candidate. However, being
liked is often not enough of a reason for these people to be persuasive. As shown in this study,
celebrity endorsements had a minimal impact in the 2016 presidential election. Likeability can be
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an effective trait for persuasion but being liked is not always a convincing enough tool for
persuasion, especially when it applies to deciding who will lead a country.
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